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Abstract 
In 2017, the City of Boston Archaeology Program and Jane Lyden Rousseau, 

osteoarchaeologist, conducted two archaeological surveys within the crypt at Old North Church.  

This work included invasive testing beneath the concrete walkway within the crypt through a 

series of four test trenches, and a monitoring of the opening of Tomb 12.  The goals of the 

project were to determine if grave shafts exist within the floor of the crypt and to document if and 

what human remains, coffins, and other funerary objects remained within the opened tomb.  

While no human remains were found within the walkway of the crypt, several fragments of coffin 

handles, numerous straight pins, and window glass, all likely associated with burials, were 

recovered within the walkway. In Unit 1, a single deposit of mottled fill was encountered down to 

60 cmbs, with one notable distinction: throughout the strata were distinct areas of black soil, 

approximately .5-3 cm in size, which contained greasy black soils and fragments of white soft 

shell clam shells.  These dark soils containing shell likely represent soils from a heavily 

disturbed or destroyed shell midden deposit that were broken up and mixed into the soils as a 

fill deposit, possibly during the construction of Old North in 1723.  Tomb 12 had a minimum of 

20 individuals interred within, with strong likelihood of at least 24 individuals, but some of the 

coffins were obscured due to collapse of the coffins within the tomb.  No further archaeological 

mitigation is recommend within the walkway of the crypt, but all tombs within the crypt should be 

assumed to contain remains, protected, stabilized, and remain undisturbed. Any future opening 

of tombs to repair or study tomb doors should be accompanied by non-invasive archaeological 

monitoring and reporting of the tomb contents.   
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Management Summary 
 

In 2017, archaeologists and volunteers of the City Archaeology Program and osteoarchaeologist 

Jane Lyden Rousseau conducted an archaeological survey within a walkway and documented 

the contents of Tomb 12 within the crypt under Old North (Christ Church).  The excavations 

included four 1x2 meter excavation units. The Tomb documentation did not include artifact 

recovery.   

 

While the walkway of the crypt contained fragments of coffin hardware and pins possibly 

associated with burial shrouds, no grave shafts or human remains were documented.  Tomb 12 

contained approximately 20 coffins and at least three individual human skeletons.   

 

It is recommended that future work to lower the crypt walkway under Old North be monitored by 

professional archaeologists. Also, any disturbance of tombs should be avoided, and if they are 

opened or disturbance is unavoidable, additional archaeological mitigation should occur through 

documentation of the tomb contents.    
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Introduction  

Scope of Survey  

The Old North Church Foundation (Foundation) proposes a series of projects within the crypt of 

the 1722 Christ Church in the City of Boston (Old North) located at 193 Salem Street, Boston, 

MA (Figure 1).  Old Northôs crypt began with the construction of a single tomb in the open 

basement of the church in 1732. Between 1732 and the mid 19th century, 37 brick tombs were 

built within the crypt roughly echoing the layout of pew boxes in the churchôs nave, directly 

above the tombs.  The goal of these projects is to stabilize the structure the tombs located 

within the crypt, improve accessibility to visitors, and remove some of the utilities within the crypt 

that hinder movability within the space and contribute to heat, humidity, and water impacts on 

historic architectural fabric.   

 

 

Figure 1- Old North Church Campus indicated on a USGS map (black circle) 

 

Initial phases of the work included two primary goals: to lower the floor of the Cryptôs walkway 

(Figure 2-3) to increase clearance within the space for visitor safety, and document the 

conditions of the doorways to individual tombs where rust, rotting wood, and other condition 

issues make stability of the tombs and their contents an issue.   

 

Because of the archaeological impacts of these two projects, the Foundation has partnered with 

the City of Boston Archaeology Program to execute recommendations previously submitted in 

an overall archaeological reconnaissance of the Old North Church Campus (Bagley 2017).  The 
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project area of potential effect (APE) includes the crypt walkway and Tomb 12.  Testing included 

below-ground invasive archaeological survey within the crypt walkway and archaeological 

monitoring of the opening of Tomb 12. 

 

The crypt floor survey was conducted to determine if proposed excavation and removal of floor 

soils would impact any grave shafts.  The tomb opening was done to determine the condition 

and structure of the tomb doors, opening, and hinges for future restoration planning. 

 

Both of these surveys were conducted under state-issued archaeological permit (SAP) 3653.  

Background, methods, and results of this archaeological survey are presented here. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 2: Map of Old North Crypt showing walkway (red), tombs (numbered) and proposed 

location of excavation trenches (blue). 
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Figure 3- View facing North of the western walkway area. Unit 3 visible in floor. Note the utility 

lines obstructing easy mobility within the space.  The arched doorways of Tombs 8 and 9 are 

visible on the left.  From left-right, unit cut into floor is 180cm wide.  

Compliance with Legislation  

An existing preservation restriction (PR) on the Old North property requires the review of 

proposed impacts to both above and below ground historic resources at the property by the 

Massachusetts Historical Commission (MHC).  With this knowledge, the Foundation proposed 

archaeological mitigation in anticipation of MHC recommendations.   

Project History  

The archaeological survey was conducted in two parts.  The crypt floor survey was conducted 

March 13-23 2017, and the tomb monitoring occurred on a single day October 24, 2017.   

Personnel  

The team was co-lead by Joseph Bagley, Bostonôs City Archaeologist, and Jane Lyden 

Rousseau,osteoarchaeologist , and was staffed by volunteers of the City Archaeology Program.   
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Site Background History 

Native American History of Site  

The Christ Church in the City of Boston (Old North) and its associated campus is situated on the 

northernmost of several glacial hills that made up the former Shawmut peninsula, the original 

name for the area of land upon which Boston was founded. This hill formed the majority of what 

would become the North End neighborhood of Boston. Until approximately 3000 BP (years 

before present) rising seas from melting glaciers had not filled Boston Harbor, so the North End 

neighborhood would have been situated upon a hill just south of a bend in the Charles River 

from the time the last glacier retreated to 3000 BP (Figure 4). During this time, the surrounding 

area would have been a broad riverine landscape dominated by elongated hills orientated in the 

same Northeast/Southwest direction and an overall-glacially modified landscape. After 3,000 

BP, the North End neighborhood landform was established as a coastal area at the transition 

from the Charles River estuary to the drowned drumlin island landscape of Boston Harbor. 

Figure 4- Authorôs reconstruction of Boston Harbor in 3000 BP, project area noted with red dot. 

 

 

To date, no intact Native American sites have been located within the North End. However, the 

recorded presence of Native people in historic records and documented archaeological sites 

within the immediate surrounding indicates their presence within the neighborhood for 
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thousands of years, and the lack of archaeological evidence is due to the combination of 

development and overall lack of archaeological investigation in the neighborhood. 

Earlier archaeological testing in the surrounding area can provide for overall Native narrative of 

the North End. Soon after the retreat of the most recent glacier, early peoples arrived to the 

area exploiting the natural resources of early Boston including lithic, animal, and plant 

resources. It is likely that many of these sites would have been near the former coast and river 

shoreline and lost due to the rising sea levels which have inundated the vast majority of the land 

that once existed within the (current) Boston Harbor prior to inundation.  

The Archaic period, which begins around 10,000 BP and last until around 3,500 BP, started with 

relatively little physical evidence of activity in the area (though this could be again attributed to 

sea levels), but by the Middle Archaic (5,500-7,500 BP) numerous occupation sites were 

established in Boston. This is likely due to a diversification in the use of various ecological 

locations and resources including the movement away from the coastline and rivers into more 

upland areas that are well preserved archaeologically. The later archaic period has relatively 

few occupation sites; however, the construction of massive fish weirs in nearby Back Bay area 

of Boston indicates that the area was heavily utilized by Native Americans for natural resources, 

especially along the Charles River. 

The Woodland period (3,000-400 BP) saw a movement towards sedentism, especially along the 

coast, likely brought upon by a series of developments including the introduction of pottery and 

farming, the stability of climate and sea level (Figure 5) bringing about more readily available 

food resources that could be returned to and relied upon year after year, and the increase of 

population causing some stress on natural resources and the need to protect and defend 

resources from outsiders. 

Native American presence has never ceased in Boston or the surrounding area, but after the 

early 17th century, populations were dramatically impacted by the combined effects of 

spreading disease and active eradication resulting from the early explorations of European 

colonists. By the time Europeans arrived to Boston, Native populations were decimated and it 

appears that those who remained had retreated towards the Watertown area and other nearby 

areas with access to rivers, but also with enough surrounding land to be able to readily move 

about in response to European movements including the areas around Mystic Lake in Medford 

and the mouth of the Neponset River. 

The relatively high topography of the North End and its prominent location at the mouth of the 

Charles River indicates a high potential for the presence of Native occupation in the 

neighborhood, especially the upper heights and lookout capabilities of Copps Hill, the western 

shores of the North End with direct access to what is today the Charlestown neighborhood and 

Back Bay, and the eastern shores of the North End with their direct view and access of Boston 

Harbor. All three of these areas, as well as the rest of the neighborhood, are highly developed 

today, though some potential still exists for the presence of intact Native occupation evidence in 

the few remaining intact Native landscapes within the neighborhood. 
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Figure 5- Authorôs reconstruction of Boston Harbor in 1630, project area noted with red dot. 

 

Post-contact History of Site  

 

The central hill of the North End, now know as Copps hill, slopes more steeply along its northern 

edge where the Charles has eroded it somewhat, but it has a more gradual slope to the south 

providing for easier development in the 17th century and later. At the arrival of Europeans, 

earliest accounts describe the Shawmut peninsula as nearly deforested in the 17th century 

indicating that the demand for wood by Native Americans for tools, structures, and fire as well 

as the need to clear forests for agriculture had visual impacts on the ecology of the Shawmut 

peninsula. 

 

With the land having been nearly cleared, early settlement of the North End focused primarily on 

the shoreline near the town dock located to the south of the project area, and the northern end 

of the neighborhood where the First Church was built on North Street at the eastern end of the 

North End with the western uplands, including the campus, serving primarily as a pasture, grist 

windmill, and burial ground for early European colonists. 
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Christ Church (Old North)  

This 8,129 square foot parcel currently contains the standing structure of Old North, a 

surrounding open space, a rectangular open gathering area known as Washington Courtyard, 

and a rear addition to the main church structure (Figures 6 and 7).  Vents from the crypt are 

visible from Washington Courtyard (Figure 7). 

 
Figure 6- Old North Church (2014 Google street view) 
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Figure 7- Washington Courtyard facing east with Old North to the right (2013 Google street 

view).  Small crypt vents are visible along base of Old North between red door and downspout. 

This property was built on land transferred in 1726 (Suffolk County Deed Book 40, pg. 58), 

though the church itself was built in 1723. As the property was transferred after the construction 

of the church, it is not known what, if anything, was erected on the property, prior, and there is 

no mention of structures on the property in the deed transfer indicating that it may have been 

undeveloped at that time. The church has remained in the same footprint since its construction. 

Crypt History and Previous Archaeological Surveys  

To date, two archaeological reconnaissance surveys have addressed the Old North crypt. Jane 

Lyden Rousseauôs 2006 report surveyed the cryptôs existing conditions, history, and contents 

(Rousseau 2006), but no below-ground or invasive archaeological surveys have been 

conducted. This proposal will summarize Rousseauôs results paying particular attention to those 

that specifically pertain to the walkway APE. 

An 1812 sermon describes the encounter of a burial within the earthen floor of the church 

basement during construction of the existing tombs several years earlier (Rousseau 2006, 30). 

Loose dirt was encountered and then excavated resulting in the recovery of a coffin six feet 

below the then-grade of the floor with an intact burial within (Rousseau 2006, 30). These 

remains were identified as a ñMr. Thomasò and reburied in the northeast corner of a cemetery 

(Rousseau 2006, 31). Rousseauôs research reveals that the crypt was often referred to at the 

time as a ñcemeteryò indicating that these remains may have been reburied again within the 

floor of the crypt near the present-day location of Tomb 10. It is possible that additional burials 

may have existed within the crypt floors prior to the building of tombs before, during, or perhaps 

after the commencement of tomb construction within the crypt in 1732 (Rousseau 2006, 15 and 

31). 
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The crypt consists of four corridors 1.5-1.8 meters wide in a rectangular path around the 

footprint of the church with thirty-seven individual tombs facing inwards along the outer walls of 

the churchôs foundations and inner tombs facing outwards from the central block in the cellar 

(Rousseau 2006, 5-6). Each tomb is accessible from the pathway through a central opening 

covered by a slate tablet, though several have since been concreted over or filled with other 

materials (Rousseau 2006, 5).  The main part of the crypt contains 34 tombs, with the last three 

tombs (35-37) having been built beneath the vestry, behind what is now the columbarium.  Only 

the 34 tombs located along the walkway are within the project area. 

Portions of the tombs are structural including the outer walls of the outer tombs, which are the 

foundations of the church, and the rear walls of the inner block of tombs, which form a central 

brick support structure down the center of the church (Rousseau 2006, 6). 

The existing concrete floor was installed in a 1968 during a renovation to the cryptôs structural 

support (Rousseau 2006, 10). This work included the replacement of existing brick piers and 

tomb elements supporting the floor of the church with new brick piers within the original footprint 

of the original piers (Rousseau 2006, 10). This work likely destroyed the original footings, but 

any impacts to the soils under walkway by this installation are unknown (Rousseau 2006, 10) 

The first documented burial occurred in 1732 when Tomb 1 was built in the southeast corner of 

the cellar ((Rousseau 2006, 15). Many others followed with the 36th tomb being constructed in 

1836 (Rousseau 2006, 21). In 1845, the earliest tombs were cleaned removing skeletal remains 

for additional entombment (Rousseau 2006, 22). Further tomb cleanouts were conducted and in 

1845, the last tomb, number 37 (outside APE), was constructed to house the skeletal remains of 

the cleared tombs following practices of European charnel houses (Rousseau 2006, 22-23). 

This tomb, unlike the others, contains an excavated pit containing the bones of cleared tombs in 

an ossuary beneath the existing grade of the tombs, but not likely to be within the APE of this 

project. 

In 1992 a columbarium was constructed above what would have been the ossuary. During this 

work, the floor of the cellar was lowered above the ossuary approximately 18 inches 

encountering a human femur resulting in the ceasing of further excavations (Rousseau 2006, 

25). 

The tombs were ordered closed by the City of Boston in 1853 though internments continued 

until 1860, at which point the tombs were sealed closed (Rousseau 2006, 26). 

In 2016, an archaeological reconnaissance survey conducted by the author of this proposal 

identified the entire crypt area of the Old North Church campus as sensitive for the presence of 

human remains from the 18th-19th centuries (Bagley 2016). 
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Tomb 12  

Prior to the survey, one tomb was selected by the Foundation as a test case for determining the 

best methods for restoring the tomb doors within the crypt.  Tomb 12 (Figure 8) 

was selected for a variety of reasons. The condition of the door was deteriorating, with the door 

itself being constructed in wood, with added wooden lathes covered in metal mesh and coarse 

mortar.  This metal mesh had begun to rust causing expansion within the mortar, mortar 

collapse and loss, and exposure of the sub-layers of wooden lathe and the wooden door to the 

tomb.  Additionally, rust on the main hinges of the door was great enough to likely need 

restoration as part of the overall crypt restoration efforts, but the exact construction and 

conditions of the hinges were not visible without removing the door.  Finally, the tomb was 

accessible among large quantities and volumes of utility lines, which facilities easy access by 

both construction crew and monitors/observers. The following is a summary of the known 

history of Tomb 12. 

 

 
Figure 8- Location and condition of Tomb 12 prior to opening. 

  

Tomb construction within the crypt occurred over nearly a century with the goal of both providing 

burial places for church members as well as to raise funds for the Church itself.  By 1805, a vote 

was taken to examine the crypt, determine the conditions of existing tombs, and make a 

recommendation as to where and when additional tombs could be built to raise funds and 

expand the areas in which members could be buried (Rousseau 2006, 16). In 1805, 25 tombs 

were built in addition to the 17 tombs already present at that time.  It is not clear if Tomb 12 was 

one of the 25 new tombs or the existing 17, as the current numbering system within the crypt 

was added after and Tombs 1 and 18 are known to pre-date 1805 (Rousseau 2006, 18).   
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Regardless, the construction of Tomb 12 occurred no later than 1808 as it appears on a map 

dated to that period (Figure 9). As it matches the appearance of many nearby tombs located on 

the opposite side of the crypt as earlier tombs (including Tomb 1), it can be assumed that it was 

part of the bulk-building of 25 tombs beginning in 1805, giving Tomb 12ôs opening as between 

1805 and 1808.   

 

In 1820 church records, Tomb 12 is listed as one of several tombs that remained property of the 

Church, with the others being formally sold to individual parishioners for their personal use 

(Rousseau 2006, 20). This same document describes Tomb 12 as being ñfree of coffinsò with 

nearby tombs receiving coffins for a fee of $10 each (Rousseau 2006, 21). 

 

With the tombs being filled quickly, an 1845 document recommends the cleaning of existing 

tombs, with tombs 1 and 20-24 being avoided as they are ñancientò  (Rousseau 2006, 22).  As 

part of this cleaning, a charnel pit or ossuary was constructed in the floor of the vestry to the 

east and north of Tomb 12. It is presumed that the contents of Tomb 12 would have been 

removed and placed in the charnel pit at this time.  Church records indicate that Tomb 12 was 

cleared in November of 1844 and closed in February of 1846  (Rousseau 2006, 65). 

 

Alternatively, records indicate that in the case of Tomb 1, the first tomb constructed, individual 

remains were consolidated into smaller, individual boxes, with metal coffin labels removed from 

coffins and affixed to these smaller ossuary boxes  (Rousseau 2006, 23), introducing a second 

method for clearing room in existing tombs besides removal and bulk deposit in the Charnel Pit.   
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Figure 9- Tombs in 1808.  Tomb 12 located in upper left 

 

In 1853, Boston ordered all tombs closed in crypts, but church records indicate that cleanings of 

tombs and burials likely continued until 1860 when the parishioners voted to formally close the 

tombs in the crypt  (Rousseau 2006, 23-26). 

 

To further prevent the interment of additional coffins, the church removed titles to individual 

tombs owned by prisoners or their family (Rousseau 2006, 28). 

 

A 1912 restoration effort within the church removed crumbling doors, replacing them with 

wooden doors, which were later covered in wooden lathe, wire mesh, and plastered  (Rousseau 

2006, 28). It is likely that this is the date of the door to Tomb 12. The hinges may be earlier. 

 

In summary, Tomb 12 was likely built around 1805, but thoroughly cleaned in 1844 or 1845.  

Records indicate that it was formally closed in 1846, but may have been in use as late as 1860. 

It was likely re-opened in 1912 during the installation of the door, but likely remained closed until 

its opening for this project.  














































































































